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UNH Historian Pens Book on 50th Anniversary
of MLK’s Assassination
Wednesday, March 7, 2018
DURHAM, N.H. - In "THE HEAVENS MIGHT CRACK: The Death and Legacy of Martin Luther King Jr.”,
Jason Sokol, professor of history at the University of New Hampshire, gives context to how Americans,
and others around the world, grappled with King’s death in the days, weeks, and months a erwards.
He reveals how the consequences surrounding King’s assassination shaped not only his legacy, but the
course of the Civil Rights Movement, and race relations in America.
Published March 20, 2018, to coincide with the 50  anniversary of King’s assassination on April 4,
1968, the book revisits that turbulent time. Even though it was just a few years a er the enactment of
landmark civil rights laws, King’s murder sparked riots that shook America’s cities, contributed to a
rising militancy among African
Americans and exposed continued white
racism. Still many African Americans
held onto the hope that one day the country might embrace King’s rhetoric for freedom and equality.
In the spring of 1968, Sokol details how King was both idolized and despised. Many white Americans loathed King, not only in the South but across the country.
They perceived him as an agitator and some celebrated his death. Even among African Americans, King’s views drew skepticism and frustration as much as awe
and adulation. Many African Americans viewed his messages of nonviolence and interracialism as outdated and irrelevant.
Sokol reminds us that the shooting death of King played a crucial role in the history of gun control politics. He writes, “King’s assassination set in motion a dynamic
that ultimately led to the passage of the Gun Control Act later in 1968”. Sokol outlines how the murder of King, together with the murder of Robert F. Kennedy two
months later, pushed Congress to pass the first major piece of gun control legislation since the 1930s.
Today, King is seen as an unthreatening figure who supposedly transcended race. His funeral, and the accompanying tributes, started a longer process of
canonization. How so many Americans changed from loathing to loving is less about diminishing racism, and more about the ways King’s legacy has been shaped
over time. THE HEAVENS MIGHT CRACK shows how King’s death impacted our nation’s broader racial history, and how it made the struggle toward a multiracial
America that much more di icult, dashing dreams for harmony both within the black freedom struggle and between whites and blacks.
Sokol specializes in 20th century American politics, race, and civil rights. He is the author of “There Goes My Everything: White Southerners in the Age of Civil
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The University of New Hampshire is a flagship research university that inspires innovation and transforms lives in our state, nation and world. More than 16,000
students from all 50 states and 71 countries engage with an award-winning faculty in top ranked programs in business, engineering, law, health and human
services, liberal arts and the sciences across more than 200 programs of study. UNH’s research portfolio includes partnerships with NASA, NOAA, NSF and NIH,
receiving more than $100 million in competitive external funding every year to further explore and define the frontiers of land, sea and space. 
Editor's Notes: 




CAPTION: Jason Sokol, professor of history at the University of New Hampshire, has written a book, THE HEAVENS MIGHT CRACK: The Death and Legacy of Martin
Luther King Jr.”, which gives context to how Americans, and others around the world, grappled with King’s death in the days, weeks, and months a erwards.
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